Abstract. This paper summarizes the results of the preliminary study, focusing on assessing the level of university students" environmental awareness in Gaza Strip the southern part of the Palestine, and if there are any differences in the level of their environmental awareness according to socio-demographic factors such as gender, place of residence, university and academic level of the study subjects. A cross sectional study was carried out within four universities in the Gaza Strip. A total of 773 university students were surveyed in this study from all of the four academic years. In general, the results disclosed that that the level of environmental awareness among the university students in Gaza Strip was relatively moderate (64.12%). There was a variation among the study population in the level of awareness related to socio-demographic factors. In reference to gender variable, it reveals that the level of environmental awareness among females (66.5%) was higher than of males (59.5%). Also, the findings demonstrate higher level of environmental awareness among students of science specialization (66.35%) than universities students with literature specialization (62.78%). There was a statistical significant difference in the level of environmental awareness among the students according to their university; and their place of residence. Whereas there was no significance differences in their environmental awareness level according to their academic level. Finally, the researchers conclude this paper with the following recommendation that environmental study should be included in college curriculum and should be taught all students irrespective of their gender or the type of discipline.
INTRODUCTION
At the beginning of the third millennium, the environmental concerns grew much greater, not only among the developed countries, but also in some developing and underdeveloped nations. People have removed from the principle of "hand in hand with nature" and have unconsciously used the sources found in nature by damaging nature (Yurttas¸ and Sülün, 2010) . When the pressure exceeds the carrying capacity of the environment to repair or replace itself, an environmental degradation to the natural resources happens (Sivamoorthy et al., 2013) . Due to overuses of natural resources the natural balance has been broken down and thus serious problem occurred, which called environmental problems (Ohid Ullah et al., 2013) . For instance, unplanned urbanization, global warming, decaying the natural life, ozone layer depletion, greenhouse, increasing solid wastes, nuclear pollution, decreasing green areas, destruction of plant and animal species has taken place (Gulgun et al., 2008; Mert, 2006) . Accordingly, radical changes in the biosphere and human interaction with the environment are increasingly impacting on the health of populations across the world (Brown et al., 2005) . Regrettably, the consequences of theses environmental damages to some vital resources became so apparent and horrifying which resulting in and increased the governments worried (Karimi, 2006) . Realizing of the extremely expanded environmental catastrophe, a preventive way should be carried out to slow it and thereby mitigating long-term environmental damage (Harris, 2006 ).
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Given these data, the dissemination of awareness about environmental pollution and related adverse effects has become an urgent need and one of the best ways of preservation to achieve the concepts of sustainable development. As well, to encourage meaningful public participation and environment in order to promote the principles of environmental action among the society especially young students as they are future leaders, future custodians, planners, policy makers, and educators of the environment and its issues ( Hassan et al., 2009; Sarsour et al., 2014; Ohid Ullah et al., 2013 ). Where awareness implies a level of knowledge gained empirically through one"s perceptions (Zidat, 2010) , environmental awareness is considered as the first major step in preparing people to solve environmental problems and plays a significant role in strengthening the sustainable development of any country. It is also provide opportunities to acquire the knowledge, values, attitudes and skills needed to protect the environment and enhance behaviours to avoid upsetting the balance of the natural benefit the environment (Onder, 2006) . This situation occurs with the process of environmental education by constantly offering environmental awareness among individuals and profit information, and the ability, values and experiences in order to solve environmental problems for the next generation (Vaughan et al., 2003) .
Environmental consciousness and environmental sincerity should be grown among young people (Ohid Ullah et al., 2013) who are expected to be the upcoming leaders and decision makers in many different areas in the society, will be affected by environmental problems arising from present actions (Vicente-Molina et al., 2013) . Additionally, young students have always played an active role in the activities leading to the development of environmental awareness (Muderrisoglu and Altanlar, 2011) . So they need to be provided with accurate environmental knowledge and skills to develop sustainable solutions that the future decision of these young generations will affect the sustainability of the human existence, their approach and activities will have important consequence for the environment (Uddin et al., 2007; Adomssent et al., 2007; Oguz et al., 2010) .
Considering that universities actually train people to perform important social roles effectively (Frank and Meyer, 2007) , the responsibility of these universities in the environmental training of the public is huge (Gulgun et al., 2008) . Ullah et al., 2013 ) .
Scholars concluded that verifying what individuals know about the environment, how they feel about it, and what actions they take that may help or harm the environment is critical to establishing the sustainability of a community (Abdul-Wahab, 2008) . As a result, environmental problems have been approached recently with reverence with not only to their technical and economic dimensions but also in their societal dimensions (Tuna 2004 ). Although there are many studies focused on school students and environmental topics (Asmuni et al., 2012) , there are very few that analyse university students (VicenteMolina et al., 2013) .
Our Palestinian environment is facing serious threats which caused severe deterioration, fast depletion and contamination of our environmental resources that, in its turn, lead to health risk among citizens (Omran et al., 2012) . In recent years, and as a result of the already deteriorating environmental situation in the Gaza Strip (GS), where the crowded Gaza Strip (GS) and the highest population densities in the world, as its area is 365 square kilometres with a population of almost one million eight hundred thousand people. This situation has led to the emergence of series environmental problems such as unplanned urbanization, increasing solid wastes, decreasing green areas, destruction of plant and animal species, and depletion of water resources with increasing waste water pollution.
Based on what described above, the purpose of the present study was to identifying the level of university students" environmental awareness in Gaza Strip (GS), and if there are any differences in the level of their environmental awareness according to sociodemographic factors such as gender, governorate, university and academic level of the study subjects.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Sample
A cross sectional study was carried out within four universities in the Gaza Strip; the southern part of the Palestinian territories, after receiving formal approval from the universities headline. The selected students were from the first, second, third and fourth academic years of the universities. 
Study methods and tools
A survey questionnaire was designed to evaluate the environmental awareness of the university students in the Gaza Strip. It was self administered to 800 randomly selected students according to a sampling plan that allocated representative categories. Respondent rate was 96.6%, where the study was conducted over a one-month period in September 2014. The respondents were asked to fill out the questionnaire and answer all the questions. The questionnaire included 49 questions on environmental awareness, and covers 6 environmental items in order to examine the level of environmental awareness about different environmental issues (air pollution; water pollution; soil pollution; food poisoning; solid waste and environmental concepts) among the study population.
The first item consists of nine questions which reflect the level of awareness about air pollution; the second item consists of nine questions reflecting the level of awareness about types of water pollution. Also, the third item consists of seven questions reflecting the level of awareness about the soil pollution, the fourth item contains six questions reflecting the level of awareness about food pollution; while the fifth item includes eight questions reflecting the level of awareness about solid waste problems; and finally the sixth item consists of ten questions reflecting the level of awareness about environmental concepts.
Most of the questions were designed according to the main environmental concepts and issues in Palestine, and then it was validates by panel of experts and modified according to their comments and suggestions.
Data analysis
The data gathered from the survey were checked for consistency and completeness, then grouped and categorized. Statistical analysis was carried out by using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS v. 17) Software. Frequencies, cross tabulation and percentage were used and presented. The data collected were grouped and categorized. Statistical analysis was carried out by using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS).
RESULTS
Background information and General Characteristics of the study respondents
A total of 773 respondents from four universities in the Gaza Strip were surveyed in this study. Table (1) gives the basic demographic information and general characteristics of the respondents obtained from the survey. With respect to gender, 66 % of the participants were female, while 34% only of males who participated in this survey. Regarding the participants" academic specialty, the majority of them were study literacy 62.2%, where 37.8% were study science. Students were also asked to identify their place of residency, where Gaza strip divided into 5 governorates. Of the sample, 30.1% of respondents live in Gaza city, 23.9% indicated they live in north area of the Gaza strip, and 22.9% of them live in middle area. The rest of the respondents were live in the south area (22.9). With respect to the students" university, 30.5% of the students reported they study at Al Aqsa University, while 29% of them indicated they study at Al Azhar University. The rest of the respondents were study at Al-QudsOpen University (21.7%) and Islamic university (18.4%) in the Gaza Strip.
Level of Environmental Awareness among the Universities' Students
As shown in table 2, the percentage of universities students" scores of correct answers which reflects their level of environmental awareness was about 64.12%, which indicates that the level of environmental awareness among the universities students in Gaza Strip was relatively moderate.
According to the results in table (2), there is a variation among the study population in the level of awareness about different environmental items. As it can be understand from the table, the level of awareness about soil pollution got the highest level (rank one) amongst the other environmental issues with percentage of about 68.14% which mean that the universities" students were moderately aware about the soil pollution more than other environmental items.
The second rank of categorization was the item reflecting awareness about the environmental concept where the percentage was 67.4%. While, the third rank of awareness items among universities" students was their awareness about the air pollution with a percentage 66.67%. The fourth rank of awareness items among the study population was there awareness about food pollution which its percentage of about 64.67%. Whereas, the fifth rank of awareness items was their awareness about water pollution, with percentage about 59.78%. The last rank was for the level of awareness about solid waste issues with mean score 4.64 out of 8 total scores for this item with standard deviation 0.2 and percentage of 58%. Table ( 3) shows that, out of the 49 scores reflecting the level of environmental awareness among universities students, the mean of environmental awareness among males was 29.16, with a percentage of 59.5%, while it was among females 32.58, with percentage of 66.5%, and there was statistical significant difference in the level of environmental awareness among the universities students in Gaza Strip attributed to their gender towards female (P= 0.01). This indicates that the level of environmental awareness among females of the universities" students in the Gaza Strip is higher than of males. Table ( 4) reveals that, out of the 49 scores reflecting the level of environmental awareness among universities students, the mean of environmental awareness among science specialization students was 32.51, with a percentage of 66.35%, while it was among students of literature study 30.76, with percentage of 62.78%, and there was statistical significant difference in the level of environmental awareness among the universities students in Gaza Strip attributed to their gender towards female (P= 0.01). This indicates that the level of environmental awareness among students of science specialization was higher than universities students with literature specialization in the Gaza Strip 
Environmental Awareness According to Gender
Environmental Awareness according to the Specialization
Environmental Awareness According to Academic Level
There was a variation among the study population in the level of their environmental awareness according to their academic level. The highest score (Rank one) of environmental among the students in second academic level, (66%), where the second rank was for the students in the first academic level (64.6%), and the third rank was for the third academic level students (63.6%). Whereas the students at fourth academic level got the lowest level of environmental awareness with (62%) meanwhile there were no significance differences in the level of universities" students according to their academic level.
Environmental Awareness according to University
From the above findings in table (6), it is clear that there is a statistical significant difference in the level of environmental awareness among the students according to their university, and this difference is positively toward the Islamic university where the level of environmental awareness is the highest among the other universities, followed by Al Azhar university, Al Aqsa university, and then the lowest level of environmental awareness is among students of Al-Quds Open University.
Environmental awareness according to residential area
As revealed in table (6), there is a statistical significant difference in the level of environmental awareness among the students according to their place of residence, and this difference is positively toward the Gaza city and Middle area where the level of environmental awareness is the highest among the other place of residence, followed by north Gaza, and then the lowest level of environmental awareness is among students who live in south area. There is no significant difference in the level of environmental awareness among students according to their place of residence between Gaza city and middle area.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Higher education have as part of its mission to boost up responsible and competent individuals with knowledge, skills and values who will contribute to an improving world, besides preparing students and help them to create a better society (Adomssent, 2012; Clugston, 2004) . The university students are important actors for developing sustainable communities in all aspects (Ogus, et al., 2010) . The present study aims to identify the level of university students" environmental awareness in Gaza Strip, and to find out the if there are any differences in the level of their environmental awareness according to sociodemographic factors such as gender, place of residence, university and academic level of the study subjects. However, there are a limited number of researches on environmental knowledge and awareness levels of university students in Palestine. The researchers started this research work to find out answers for questions whether the university students are aware of environmental issues or not. In general, the results disclosed that that the level of environmental awareness among the universities students in Gaza Strip was relatively moderate (64.12%). This was similar to a study conducted by Vicente-Molina et al., (2013) which demonstrated a little knowledge of environmental topics among university students from countries with different levels of economic development such as USA, Spain, Mexico and Brazil.
Debate continues around the‫‬ associations between environmental awareness and demographic variables. According to Ziadat (2010) , agreement and discrepancy in knowledge, views, and actions arise out of EA and may be influenced by education, age, social level, profession, location of residency, and gender throughout the global society. As well, associations between gender and environmental knowledge, attitude, and behaviour diversified in the literature (Digby, 2010) . Several studies found that the level of these items can vary significantly between different issues and students" environmental awareness, which sequentially were affected by a number of factors, including gender (Sheila, 2004) .
In reference to this paper results and the gender variable, it reveals that the level of environmental awareness among females (66.5%) of the universities" students in the Gaza Strip-Palestine is higher than of males (59.5%). This result is consistent with the results of different studies, which claim that female students reported greater environmental knowledge than males (Sarsour et al., 2013 ; Salmi and Mekhlafy, 2003; Sheila, 2004) . In contrast, many studies revealed that males reflect a higher level of awareness about environmental issues than females (Abdo, 2010; Mohsen, 2003; Coyle, 2005; Ehrampoush, and Moghadam, 2005; White, 2006) .
Sometimes the type of discipline or the environment-related subjects studied might affect an individual"s knowledge of the environment and affect the relationship between attitudes, beliefs and behaviour (Vicente-Molina et al., 2013) . The study findings demonstrate higher level of environmental awareness among students of science specialization (66.35%) than universities students with literature specialization (62.78%) in the Gaza Strip. A study of university students from 14 different faculties in Ankara (Turkey) concluded that students were reasonably aware of environmental issues and majority of those studying environmental subjects were from social sciences (Talay et al.,2004) . Also, Özdemir et al. (2004) concluded that the environmental awareness of medical school students was found out to be much more inadequate than the expected.
Another factor that may affect environmental awareness is place of residence, where there was a statistical significant difference in the level of environmental awareness among the universities " students in Gaza Strip -Palestine according to their place of residence, and this difference is positively toward the Gaza city and middle area.
A survey of over 2,000 young Americans from disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged areas revealed, "Students from disadvantaged areas appear to have significantly less environmental knowledge than students from non-disadvantaged areas" (Sarsour et l., 2013) . In contrast to this finding, Kaplowitz and Levine (2005) found that "associations between income and environmental concern are quite ambiguous and fail to support the hypothesized positive association.
Finally, the researchers conclude this paper with main recommendation that environmental science should be included in university curriculum and should be taught to all students irrespective of their gender or the type of discipline. It is important to add more practical oriented programmes in their study. Furthermore, environmental awareness improvement can be achieved through the help of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) who are working on environmental issues, social activists, and social work professionals in attempt to make the students from various disciplines to work together to create better environment.
AKNOWLEDGMENRTS
We would like to thank the head of the universities and its human resource management department who facilitated the implementation of the study among their students. Also, the authors would like to thanks Mr Hazem Issa who participated in data entry and statistical analysis.
